"So who are all these people?" asked the English reporter, l'Anglaise as I came to call her in my mind. It was Thursday, the usual RAM crowd at the Oloffson Hotel, half Haitian, half blanc, and she and I were sitting at the back of the dance floor, people-watching. "For instance, who is she?" Subject in question was a young blonde woman, dancing wildly and alone to the rasins beat. I'd been noticing her for several days but had not made her acquaintance. I guessed her for a French NGO-nik, I told l'Anglaise, Parisian judging from her accent, though there I could have been wrong. La Française, I called her in my mind.
with rage. The face wore sunglasses and a green military cap, which I recognized as attributes of Gede. It pulsed in an aureole of orange light and then transformed into the face of a black man, agonized, eyes bulging and features electrified, as in the first moments of possession.
None of this was dream or sleep; I was awake throughout the experience, watching. When I got up off the bed, Edouard Jean was at the door. We had a little trouble understanding one another, for my French meshed poorly with his Kreyol, but eventually I grasped the idea that his brother had been stricken with a supernatural malady, an attack by an evil spirit, and he hoped that I would be able to come with the truck to transport him somewhere, at four.
And so, at a little past that hour, I found myself creeping over the flood-raked earthen track from Edouard Jean's house onto Larout Nasyonal 1. The stricken brother sat in the back seat, where I caught sight of his visage whenever I checked the rearview mirror. Whatever his sickness was it had paralyzed him; he had been loaded into the truck by other hands. He was rigid, catatonic, eyes staring at nothing, showing white, as if he had been quick frozen by the sight of the Gorgon's head. It was some time later that I realized that, apart from the brown calico mouchwa têt he wore, his face was very much the same as the face of that agonized black man I had seen in my afternoon reverie.
The truck turned east onto the road for Plaine du Nord and traversed about half the distance to the town, over the wide open expanse of fertile flatland. Then we turned north, onto a straight mud road, more tightly hemmed in with banana trees and cane. A palm trunk lay across the way, as if by accident; Présumé got down and dragged it clear. When on our return we found the trunk replaced where it had been, we understood it had been functioning as a sort of a disguised gate.
There was not so very much further to go, less than a mile, and only a couple of mudholes to cross in super-maximum four-wheel drive. The bokor's house was almost flush with the road, guarded by a cactus fence. The bokor himself was in the field. We climbed down from the truck (all but the sick man), stood in the ruts, and waited. The population turned out to gaze at us. Presently the smallest children discovered that the shiny chrome bumper of the truck functioned as a funhouse mirror. They crouched and competed with grimaces, giggling furiously at one another.
The bokor appeared, a tall lean man in late middle years, wearing knee-high rubber Wellington's and a muddy red ball cap with an adjustable plastic band. A machete swung at his knee level. He took Edouard Jean behind the house and we who remained standing in the road soon heard a few disconnected thumps of a drum. It was more or less at that moment that Présumé motioned for me to look in the tree behind the bokor's house, exactly between the two doves perched at opposite ends of the ridgepole, to see the face of Baron. I looked and looked and could see nothing; I was looking for some object hanging from a branch, but later on I realized that the tree itself had momentarily become the face of Baron, while Présumé, as he subsequently put it, was hors de sa pensée.
As for myself, I was out of it too, maybe a little too far out. I was lightheaded in a way that made me feel my head was not my own, and concerned that when the bokor called the spirits, a stray swirl of the current might take me down. But I didn't want to retreat, either. We all stood still and watched, acutely curious. On the far side of the road, some men were cutting boughs to make a bed for the sick man. The bokor came out from cactus corridor that led to the garden and, standing in his gateway, saluted the four directions first with a candle and then with a bottle of rum. Some other people were loading the sick man down from the truck and lowering him onto the pallet which had been prepared for him inside the open door of the house. Within the shadows a candle was lit. The sick man moved spasmodically and murmured.
Edouard Jean turned to me and said with a face full of wonder that it was the first time he himself had seen the remission of an evil spirit. And with that we all climbed back into the truck, leaving the patient with the bokor; he would stay there, apparently, until he'd recovered the power to walk out on his own two legs.
We rode in silence, each mind filled to overflowing. West of the road, the sun was sinking toward the mountains in a fist of cloud. One ray cut through to gild an area of the green plain, as if it were a glance from the eye of God.
Est-ce facile de comprendre un homme?
Uriode had the question waiting for me as I drifted through the bar of the Mont-Joli: Is it easy to understand a man? If asked this question in the States it might have taken me half an hour of brain-racking to come up with some equivocation, but in Haiti the answer came easily, of itself. Pou moun ki gegne kè yo tout a klè-that is, for people who have their hearts wide open-such understanding is the work of a moment. But to be sure, the majority of men keep their hearts very carefully locked up.
Krasé
The truck climbed the mountain out of Cap-Haïtien, each ascending hairpin turn disclosing a more panoramic view of the remains of the colonial town below, where daily, monthly, more and more of the old houses were burned or left to fall to utter ruin by owners who wished to evade the rather toothless requirements for historically accurate restoration. Présumé told me suddenly to stop, back up. There was something I really ought to see-a charm, a ouanga by the roadside. I set the handbrake and we climbed down (leaving Kis wondering in the passenger seat), but at first we couldn't find the thing. I was looking in the wrong places, for I had imagined a magic packet tied in a tree. Presently Présumé located the ouanga, crushed up under the rear wheels of the truck.
That unnerved me, ever so slightly. I jumped behind the wheel and shifted the truck a few feet forward, then hopped down for another look. In the middle of the roadway was a scattering of objects which the uninstructed eye might have taken for a very minor garbage heap. Présumé took note of the items one by one: the broken calabash, the curl of knotted rope, the twist of leaf tobacco, the small black featureless cloth doll. It is a very strong sacrifice, Présumé told me. One leaves it in the street or at a crossroads, to be krasé-crushed.
My skin prickled ominously. Exactly where did I damage this thing? I wanted to know. But Présumé laughed and said no harm was done-the ouanga was meant to be crushed by rolling tires, so I'd merely accomplished a part of what the magic needed . . .
Gouté sel
"I guess you're not troubled with high blood pressure," I said to Bruce, as I watched him dump half a shaker of salt onto his little plate of salad. Bruce gave me his sly gator smile and explained that in fact his doctor required him to eat huge amounts of salt. He suffered from the opposite of hypertension-blood pressure that could drop so very low that on two occasions he had been inadvertently, incorrectly, pronounced dead.
Then he chuckled and ate his salad and we talked about something else. Not until some hours later did I recall the relevant piece of Haitian folklore: a zombi cadavre (that is, a person who has died and been buried in the earth and then raised again to a condition of slavery), if he tastes salt, will awaken to consciousness of his condition.
Fey yo . . .
In the evenings I would often pass an hour in the side portico of the Roi Christophe, with a bottle of beer, a glass of water, and the view of the beautiful garden. The heat of the day had fallen off, and the wind would be rising, with the promise of rain. Almost overwhelmingly beautiful and powerful, as the garden breathed in all at once with its tremendous inspiration.
The seductive movement of the leaves in their receding planes toward the swimming pool and the wall took me very near to trance. I could feel myself begin to go under, slipping down into a subterranean current. At those moments my spirit was very near to me, as near as it had ever been.
Later on I felt the same whisper of oncoming trance whenever, wherever the wind shivered the leaves; it was as if I was inhabiting, viscerally, the animist universe in which for much of my life I had sought to believe.
Vide
"Il faut se vider," I said to Boulon, you have to empty yourself. Boulon nodded, pushing gently back in the rocker of the Mont Joli bar, and I tapped absently on my mouchwa têt, which was folded into a triangle on the arm of the couch where I sat. A condition of pilgrimage was what I was talking about, but Boulon would have known all that already; he was a believer himself, a serviteur.
In Haiti I seemed able to evolve into a better self, an entity more relaxed, intuitive, generous, and concerned with the welfare of others than whoever I was back in the States. That Haitian self could practice elemental Christianity as naturally as it breathed the air, inhaling a charismatic Christian spirit which finally seemed indistinguishable from l'esprit Ginen. When I went home I would lose all that. I would degenerate back into a type-A personality, harassed and irritable, impatient and confused, the slave of ambition and of short-run circumstances.
Which self was real? I knew it could be argued that my Haitian identity had been raised in highly artificial conditions. If I found myself living in Haiti year round, that "better self " might not survive (especially if I had to live as Haitians did, without the large and arbitrary economic powers I brought with me from the States). It was certainly true that no matter how hard I tried to cling to the Haitian personality once I went back to the States, it would finally slip away from me. Did that make it an illusion? Whatever I became in Haiti gave me some assurance that the twisted, spiritually deformed visage I had to greet in the mirror each day of the rest of my year was not my true face but a mask I might eventually claw off, though it was rooted to my bones. I might not know which person I really was, but I knew which one I'd rather be.
Operating on a mostly empty stomach was where, most viscerally, it began for me, for with all precautions I'd become slightly ill once I'd left the loop of hotels catering to foreigners. The cure was to leave your intestines mostly empty, taking only a small ration of something cleansing and digestible, most typically a little rice and beans.
To walk the streets of Le Cap or Port-au-Prince, I would carry next to nothing: a photocopy of my passport information, a fold of money just sufficient for the excursion of the moment. With all my usual pocket-ballast jettisoned, it was true that I felt airier and more free, and with that went a mental emptying, as the burden of my usual thinking processes, the incessant, interminable inner dialogue, went by the wayside. Force of necessity once again, for it was so often necessary to think no more than five seconds ahead; and many Haitian situations also worked enhance one's presence in the moment. The goal of pilgrimage, more radical still, was to empty oneself of self: leaving the mind-the head, rather-empty, receptive, inviting the mounting of the loa.
Of course it was all a charade in a way, this material emptying. I did not, would not, give all I owned. And yet, symbolic dispossession did have weight, as I felt when, landing at Miami, I had to find my clump of stateside keys and load them back into my pockets, as if I had been forced, again, to load myself with chains.
Ouragan
From the balcony over the pool, I saw the full moon hanging high above the sea. The drums had been rolling from the hounfor for perhaps a half an hour. Midnight would be soon I tied up my head, went halfway down the driveway and on impulse turned to the right, onto the pathway that led by the place of the Indian mystères. The hounfor hung before me like a lighted bowl or a barque on the crest of a wave of shadow, and I could hear the singing now, above the drums. I felt my thoughts begin to blur. Then I was at the gate of the hounfor proper, merging with several young men who had come up through the houses at street level; they took note of my presence but remained impassive. We shuffled through the gateway. I was in.
The first Gede had come already, incarnate in the body of a powerful heavyset woman who danced banda in the tightly compressed circle below the drums. But I cut in the other direction, toward the painted bleachers that rose above the ocean, and sat on one of the lower ranks. It would have been nice to have been inconspicuous, but the whole area was very brightly lit by strong bulbs mounted on a wired up concrete arch which had been speedily completed only two or three days before. I was, to be sure, the only blanc. But no one took any particular notice of me, except the young men I'd earlier made friends with, a couple of whom came over and greeted me with kindness.
There is Vodou! one of them said. He beckoned me to come nearer with him if I liked. But I did not, immediately, want an escort. Aside from the youth of the lakou there were other people there that I knew, always boys or young men, who approached me in a friendly manner. But I shrugged off their attentions and, after a little time, approached the dancers alone.
The hounfor was laid out on an oval and at its westernmost curve the three drums were arranged, a few rows up the bleachers. Before the drums stood the simidor, rising head and shoulders above the crowd surrounding her to lead the singing. This role changed players from time to time, but I mostly remember a tall young woman in a loose cream-colored top, her hair bound tight to the back of her head, who swayed dreamily with her eyes half closed as she called out the verses. My Kreyol was insufficient for me to follow the words of the songs, or most of the time to identify their subjects.
The center of interest was directly below the drums and the song leader, where the dance moved in a tight circle, compressed by the knots of people crowding in around it. Here the energy of the entire group was focused, folded in tightly upon itself to concentrate the power. Gede, in the flesh of that first stout woman, whose face had been shellacked in white, moved sinuously in the middle of the ring, now and then joined by one or another partner who seemed to be moving close to the crisis of possession.
I drifted up to the edge of the group, and did what I could to let myself go. But I was forcing it, trying to force something that could not be forced, so it was no good. I stood with my eyes half rolled back in my head, swaying lightly from planted feet like a tree, my arms lifting a little of themselves, and my fingers full of autonomic twitches. But that was as far as I could go, as Il y a quelque chose qui vous empêche, I had been told, with a sorrowing sympathy, by the houngan. The drums were powerful, and moving anarchically around the drummers were many youths who augmented the drumming by clashing pieces of iron together. Those high ringing, cracking sounds were often what snapped people across the last barrier into trance. As I retreated from the center, one of the young men offered me his irons. Kite'm touche, I said, and took hold: a round iron rod and a flat curved piece. I held one end of each while he retained the other. The power was there; I felt like I had grasped the prongs of a car generator. But I knew I would not be able to synchronize with the drummers. I was off the beat. Kenbe yo! I said, and I released the irons.
Then I climbed to the height of the bleachers on the side of the oval opposite the sea, and sat down, resigned to observe from a greater distance. I was disappointed in my failure to be transported, and tried to fight the bitterness of the emotion. I felt psychologically chilled, as if my soul had been shot with Novocain. I might just as well have been an anthropologist, I thought sourly. Very well, let me observe . . . People were still streaming in at the gate, and by this time almost all the bleachers were occupied. From my height I now noticed (though I had not seen them enter) that the houngan and his wife and retainer had come in and were seated midway up the bleachers on the sea-side of the space, watching the drummers and dancers with interest, though from quite a long distance and as if uninvolved. Directly below my seat the drummers labored and sweated and a few dancers churned, held in that tight circle by the observers who hemmed them in. On the periphery, things were more relaxed. People milled about, meeting and greeting, as if it were a cocktail party (there were in fact all sorts of refreshments for sale outside the gate). In its outer rings, I began to gather, this was a social event, not so dissimilar to a concert or a festival, and with some of the same political and practical aspects. In the turbulent center, the loa appeared to make their voices heard in human affairs. On the perimeter, the humans were fixing up their business among themselves.
Then the first Gede broke out of the tight inner ring, or rather expanded that turbulence so that it swirled around all the space. The spirals of movement spread outward, lapping at the bleachers, whose occupants seemed to tense for a moment, anticipating something. Gede, backing toward the large rectangular table in the center of the area, lit up two cigarettes at once and exhaled great blasts of smoke like a dragon. A collective sigh, and in the bleachers everyone in possession of cigarettes lit his own.
Someone had brought Gede a bottle of rum. The loa took a substantial belt and began to ramble around the table, dandling the bottle. Near the end of the table furthest from the drummers, a woman in a long dark skirt and purple T-shirt seemed to wait. She was confronted with Gede. I do not know what was their conversation, but the interest of the crowd around me swelled. Gede took a mouthful full of rum and spat it forcefully into the eyes of the other woman, who was whip-snapped by this sharp gesture into trance. She reeled about the whole of the space for five or ten minutes, like an unbalanced nine-pin wobbling on its edge, and at last collapsed at the foot of the bleachers below the drums.
It went on. My sense of time had gone into abeyance, and I had taken care to remove my watch before I came. Several hours passed in what seemed to me the space of one. A number of others were possessed without my seeing the instant they were taken. A tall, bearded, wildeyed man was mounted by Grand Bwa. His shirt stuffed with lumps that made him look hunchbacked, his head crowned with long hornlike branches, he circled the area, dancing lightly with his shadow. And a smaller, bare-chested man was seized by some spirit I could not recognize. It was a ferocious energy that possessed him, whoever it was. He was lean and wiry and in the throes of his possession he dashed back and forth between the houngan's party and the drummers, stopping at both ends of his wild ellipse to deliver passionate exhortations, either to the houngan or the drummers. He whipped back and forth with the alacrity of a water strider, all his tendons so taut they were vibrating; he seemed literally on the point of bursting out of his skin. At last someone poured out a bottle of rum below the drums and set it on fire; he and the Gedes danced barefoot in the flames. Now the social phase of the evening seemed to drawing to a close. The crowd was thinning, and outside the gate the vendors of food and drinks were packing up their boxes to withdraw. The woman who had led the singing stepped down to float dreamily in a dance around Gede, but if she crossed the boundary into trance I did not see it. Someone else was leading a song which I recognized as being for Legba, though I could not make out very many of the words.
Of the young men I knew, most were now gone. I was weary, dull with over-stimulation and, at the same time, disappointment. It was time for me to go, but I stayed on.
The crowd surrounding the dancers had mostly dispersed. The hurricane energy was dissipated for the moment, though perhaps it would gather itself again among a smaller number. Beneath the drums, a handful of dancers were still circling. Grand Bwa, with his lumpy torso and his crown of branches, had been dancing with his shadow opposite where we sat. He drifted over in our direction. My head was hanging, mostly with fatigue, and I had been talking with one of the young men and with the woman in calico who I thought had another Gede in her head, so I didn't see how the altercation started, but suddenly Grand Bwa charged up the bleachers and got into a scuffle on the middle level. His rush grazed me, so that I came to my feet, turning to face the quarrel and at the same time slipping my glasses into my pocket. The young man smoothed down my arm from behind, to let me know it was not my affair.
Grand Bwa flung back to ground level and re-collected himself. His eyes bulged white with anger; his English had a strong New York accent. Fuck you! he shouted up the bleachers. The fuck you think you're talking to?
Viré?
The woman in the calico dress had been taken about an hour earlier, in the tight compressed center of the dance beneath the drums, turning and turning in a pas de deux with the first Gede, until she splintered, shivered apart, screamed and ripped her hair with both hands. Then she hitched up her skirts tight under her buttocks and, with the god installed in her head, she began the slow undulant luxurious banda dance. Later she drifted over to where I sat, on the lowest bench on the ocean side of the ring, the same side as the houngan's entourage, but still outside the sphere of his attention.
Ou vlé viré? she asked me. There was nothing, nothing, I wanted more, but by then I knew I was incapable. The social phase of the ceremony was long past. It was around three o'clock in the morning, and perhaps three-quarters of the original assembly had left the hounfor. Below the drums, a handful of people circled slowly, but I knew I would not join them. I was cold and isolate, incapable; I was still thoroughly imprisoned in myself.
One of the youths, whose name I never learned, had been talking to me kindly on the bench, and now he tried to interpret for me with the woman, who had, I think but am not certain, incarnated another Gede. She too wanted to help me with my problem. But it was agonizingly difficult, partly because of the language barrier; with both her and the youth I could only share a few shattered phrases of Kreyol.
Pa gegne espri? she asked, after I'd tried an explanation. But the youth, his face screwed up as if he shared my agony, said Non, gegne espri, mais se loin. Se loin! And this was correct; I had a spirit, but the spirit was very far from me now, unreachable. I tried to explain that the spirit was somewhere behind my head, but the youth said no, behind was not where it was meant to be. The spirit must climb on top, must mount my head.
But I could not, could not make way for the spirit to come. And then Gede, if it was Gede, seemed to grasp the difficulty. I had brought my head very close to hers, was staring profoundly into those other eyes, seeking recognition, contact. I had already gone as far as I could go, and perhaps a little further than I could handle.
For the moment, mwen pa kab viré.
Chiens méchants
When I emerged at street level I walked straight ahead, across the refurbished Carénage park and across the multilane port road to the breakwater above the rushing water of the harbor. The lights were down and the moon had vanished behind knots and coils of dark cloud. I walked, half staggering from exhaustion, toward the few lights of the port. It was four o'clock in the morning, and I was completely without my spirit, for the first time ever in Haiti. Perhaps, I thought, I would never come back. There would be no point at all returning to this situation. The dogs of the town sensed my vulnerability, the absence of my guardian. They came out to bark at me fiercely, from the far side of the boulevard. There were no human beings about at that dark hour, but still I feared that the voices of the dogs might bring some human trouble down upon me. I wanted to get back up to the town and the hotel, but wherever a street mouth opened on the waterfront, a couple of feisty sharp-toothed little dogs stood barking and barring my way.
What if I had altogether lost-destroyed, rather-my right of passage? I might never get back to the hotel; I might never get out of here at all. Finally I cut up a street that seemed clear for me. At the top of the block there were two dogs, but they turned tail, sniffing at the immondices, and by ignoring me, they let me pass. Across the next corner was the hotel at last. The night guard stood in the gateway, sniffing for the dawn. "N'ap boulé," he said when I greeted him. His voice was kind, and calm, and I found it comforting.
Blanc et noir
I will admit that the whole business of having Blan! Blan! Blan! hollered at me everywhere I went was beginning to lose its charm. Actually it didn't happen as much as it used to: the red mouchwa têt seemed to ward off quite a lot of it, and even up on the central plateau the appearance of a paleface was less peculiar and astonishing than it had been last year. Maybe the comparative rarity of the salutation made it grate on me more when it did come.
My last morning in Le Cap someone tagged me with a short-range Blan! as I was turning around the truck. Guidel stuck his head out the passenger window and announced in an equally biting tone, "Noir."
"Thank you for that, monche," I said, for I had needed it, especially this bleak morning, after the ceremonies, after the dogs, when I felt alone in my whiteness, my foreign-ness, cut-off and isolate. Guidel nodded and said gravely, "Il faut contredire parfois," and then, a moment later when I seemed to hesitate on a difficult turn through the morning traffic on the Rue Espagnole, "Il faut l'esprit de contre-attaque!"
Grand songe
Shortly after I had returned to the room, Xavier entered, alert and full of urgency. During the night he had had what he called a grand songe, a phrase that might translate as "important thought," or "great dream." His grandmother, who was a mambo and who had been dead for many years, had appeared in his dream with a message for me. You must put your knees on the earth, Xavier said, his face and body illuminated with the force of his news, before une grande gamelle. He swept his arms out before him to demonstrate the size of the great wooden bowl. The gamelle will be full of sacred leaves and clean water and with clairin. You will be naked except for a culotte, and afterwards you will leave this culotte at a crossroads somewhere; you will never wear it again. You will reach your hands into the grande gamelle and cover your face and your body and your head with the leaves and the rum and water. Afterwards you will stay perhaps forty-five minutes in the house of the houngan; that is all.
Ba'm dlo
No gift was so important as the gift of water. Out of all the good things Présumé had done for me, the greatest was to give me a bottle of clear, crystalline, one-hundred-percent-potable water to carry back to the Hotel Internationalle, where as a matter of custom the drinking water was eighty-percent treated and twenty-percent . . . not treated. Without that gift it would have taken me an hour of negotiation and struggle to manufacture an equivalent amount of nasty, iodine-tasting stuff. And Présumé's water was fresh and sweet.
"Give me water" was, in Kreyol, Ba'm dlo. I had attached myself to this phrase, and used it often: that most simple, childlike, expression of need. When the water came, it was always a blessing. I would pray for whoever brought it to me. Sometimes I thought I heard it shouted in the street, as a greeting or reply, most often in the evenings, when it seemed the rain might fall. They must really have been saying something else, so that what I heard was another auditory hallucination, like the phantom cries of cocks which would ring in my ears for days or weeks after I had left Haiti. But still, I heard it. I stood on the roof of the International, watching the thunderheads converging from all directions on Le Cap, the storm rolling in both from the mountains and from the sea. I wondered if Ogun was up there somewhere and if he were in the least attracted to the red mouchwa têt I still had on my head after the day of driving who knows where . . . Ba'm dlo, I heard them calling, down in the street. A bolt of silent lightening clove the black cloud over Morne du Cap. The wind was blowing from all directions. Below, the young men were the last to scatter into shelter, fleeing the turbulent swirls of dust on the street, still calling to each other as they ran for cover, Ba'm dlo.
On my last night I had an evening rendezvous at the Oloffson and, it being Haiti, my friends were somewhat late. Just at the point of darkness I walked down and sat on the rim of the garden's innermost circle, so as to hide from any feeling of impatience that might be trying to seek me out. From that position I could also cover, without being seen, both the gateway and the staircase.
The wind was rising, the long palm fronds were shivering; the pale trunks swayed and the air was charged. Menace or promise of a rain that would not come; we were two weeks gone into the rainy season. And still I felt that rising of anticipation, with the hair and gooseflesh on the back of my neck. My red headcloth was folded in my pocket-I checked it with a fingertip. There was the impulse to call my friends to come. But I had no right to call the spirit to my work, only the obligation to follow when the spirit called me. I must find something innocent to put in my head, to distract myself from the idea of calling. The phrase that surfaced was ba'm dlo, and I let my head fill up with it, a harmless, idle little mantra, developing the cadence of a light drumbeat: Ba'm dlo. Ba'm dlo. Ba'm dlo.
A few light raindrops had just begun to pat down when I saw my friends get out of their car and went to the foot of the stairs to join them. Our meeting was business as well as social, there were a lot of things to discuss, and I forgot all about my little sojourn in the garden. The rain gathered slowly, imperceptibly, but it did not stop. Two hours later, it was raining so hard that the surf and spray drove everyone indoors from the Oloffson balcony, and every staircase had become a waterfall; one could not even climb the steps against the lavalas.
